Five years ago, the federal government took what many felt was the visionary step of investing $50 million dollars in the National Climate Change Adaptation Research Facility (NCCARF). Despite its considerable achievements -which have been hailed globally -NCCARF last month failed to secure continued funding. The initiative has come to a close.
'By and large, most of business is walking backwards into the 21 st century with blinkers on: looking at historical data, and not really looking at what are clearly potential changes in this century,' says Mr Connor.
In its recent publication, Coming Ready Or Not: Managing climate risks to Australia's infrastructure , the Climate Institute reported that government policies and regulations were 'inconsistent, confusing and sometimes counterproductive', while market signals that might encourage management of climate-change related risks were weak or non-existent.
As a result, the business sector's preparedness for climate change is patchwork at best, says Mr Connor. For example, the water sector is a leader in terms of sectoral approach, and there are individual entities such as Brisbane Airport making significant changes, but '...you have the irony of the coal-loading facilities in Newcastle being built 4-5 metres higher than current levels,' Mr Connor says.
'I don't think it's been proven as a generalisation that business is ahead of government.'
Credit: NASA GOES Project Public attitudes to climate change adaptation are also fluctuating wildly, says Zoe Leviston, from the social and behavioral sciences group at CSIRO Ecosystem Sciences. 'When we went on to ask those one-fifth what they thought it meant, we got a lot of people just rewording the question, to say "it's adapting to climate change",' Dr Leviston says.
The researchers also asked people what they were doing with respect to climate change mitigation and adaptation. Approximately one-third said they weren't doing anything, one-third said they weren't sure, and the remaining one-third said they were doing things to adapt to climate change. When asked what they were doing to adapt to climate change, the respondents nominated more than 10,000 activities. The team distilled these down to the most frequently nominated -cycling, reducing energy use, conserving water, reducing car use, and installing solar panels.
The team also came across a subset of adaptations that were, in effect, maladaptations: such as people saying they had installed air-conditioning to deal with increasing temperatures, or were stockpiling goods.
'They're definitely adaptations to climate change, but not necessarily the sort of behaviours you want people performing!' adds Dr Leviston.
The mood among the biodiversity community is one of grim resignation, according to Climate Commissioner Lesley Hughes, ecologist at Macquarie University's Department of Biological Sciences. ' We are all resigned to the fact that the extinction rate is going to go up,' says Prof. Hughes. 'I think we're all pretty resigned to the fact that we can't save everything, there's a lot of things going to be lost, and that our ecosystems in fifty years' time are going to look very different to what they look like now.'
